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Dvaita interpretation 


This illustration answers the question of why 
God is not perceived even when present in the 
body. The tree refers to the universe, the seeds 
to souls. Although the seeds are visible, Lord 
Visnu, who permeates them, is_ invisible, 
because he is subtler than they are.* 


Advaita interpretation 


The indivisible Brahman is the cause of the 
universe. This chapter of the Chandogya 
Upanisad begins as follows: “O good-looking 
one, in the beginning, this was Existence alone, 
one only, without a second and it thought 'may | 
become many' and created the objects of the 
world.” Objects of the world are known therefore, 
because they have come from Brahman, which 
is the essence of knowledge. In other words, 
Brahman is the material cause of the world.” 


It might be argued that transformation can 
occur only in the case of an entity that consists of 
parts. The Upanisads hail Brahman as 
indivisible.°’ Therefore, Brahman cannot 


undergo transformation. If it could, that would 
make Brahman as transient as any transforming 
entity. But Advaitins hold that Brahman is 
eternal.” 


This is replied as follows. When the scriptures 
hail Brahman as the cause of the world, they 
refer to transfigurative causality (vivarta 
upadanatva) and not transformative causality. 
On the strength of this Chandogya passage and 
from passages from other Upanisad (such as 
“Know maya to be the material cause of the world 
and Mahesvara as one possessed as maya”), ” 
Advaitins admit that maya undergoes 
transformation in the form of the world and thus is 
the transformative material cause of the world 
(parinamyupadana). Because Brahman is the 
locus of ajhana, however, it is the transfigurative 
material cause of the world (vivartopadana).”° 


This illustration indicates that Brahman is the 
cause of the universe and is subtle. The word 
“subtle” does not mean that Brahman is as subtle 
as an atom; it means that Brahman is 
imperceptible. Though intrinsically subtle, 
Brahman, through avidya, is the cause of the 





33 atrapi yadyapi jivavrksayorbhedah pratiyate, tathapyatra vrksaSabdena dehasyopadhereva vivaksanat 


ksetraksetrajhavibhagapratipadanadvara ... 
tattvamityanena vivaksyate 


nirupanadvaropadhivilayena tattadyupadhyabhimananibandhanaduhkhanivrttiriti jAapyate.ata eva 


turlyavastheiva jivasya mukhyam svarupam ... 


brahmeiva mukhyam 


anena ca karanaSarirajhananivrtya'hambhavavigamo'pi muktaviti 


asya yadekam 


sakham jivo jahatyatha sa susyatiti drstantah.| Anena hi dehabhimananivrtterevasariratvam na tu karmanimittamiti 


jhapyate | (ATS, 12). 
34 Chand. Up., 6.12.1-2. 


35 atra vrksah prapafcah phalam Sartram dhanah jivah, tatra yatha siksme vatabije drsyamanepi harih 
paramasiksmatvat na drSyate tatha jivadapi siksmatvat tadantargatah na drsyate ityuktam |(J.T.). VTN 100. 

36 ...sadeva soumyedamagra asidekamevadvitiyamiti sadvidyayah prathamavakye sarvasya prapafhcasya sadatmana 
pratiyamanatvam sacchidanandartpabrahmanah sadatmana jhayamanatvasyeivopadanatvanibandhanam| (ATS, 13). 


37 niskalam niskriyam Santamniravadyam, nirafjanam, Svetasvataropanisad in Upanisads for All, Chitrita Devi (New 
Delhi: S.Chand &Co,1973), 6/19. 
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manifest world (consisting of name and form). 
This view is supported by a passage in the 
Bhagavadgita : “The entire Universe is pervaded 
by me-the unmanifest .” 


Sixth illustration 


‘Put this salt into water and them come to me 
in the morning.’ He did so. The father said to him, 
‘Bring the salt, my child, which you put into water 
at night.’ Having searched for it, he did not find it, 
as it had completely dissolved. 'My child, take a 
sip from the top of this water. How is it?' 'It is salt.’ 
‘Take a sip from the middle. How is it?’ 'It is salt.’ 
‘Take a sip from the bottom. How is it?’ 'It is salt.’ 
‘Throw this water away and then come to me.' He 
did so (and returned saying), ‘It is there always. 
The father said to him, 'Dear boy, as you do not 
see what is present in this water though indeed it 
exists in it, similarly, (Being exists) indeed in this 
body.” 


Dvaita interpretation 


God is invisible. Salt dissolved in water cannot 
be seen but is nonetheless experienced by 
tasting the water. The essence of God cannot be 
perceived but is nonetheless understood.“ 


Advaita Interpretation 


The fifth illustration indicated that Brahman, 
together with maya or avidya, is the cause of the 
world. It is well known that qualities in the cause 
are transferred to the effects. Existence, 
consciousness, and bliss are qualities of 
Brahman, whereas name and form are qualities 
of avidya. The objects of the world are therefore 


characterised not only by existence, 
consciousness, and bliss but also by name and 
form. This sixth illustration supports that view.” 
Both salt and water retain their individuality as 
salt and water before mixing. When mixed, 
however, they form a new entity, salt water, 
which contains the qualities of both salt and 
water. Before creation, similarly, both Brahman 
and maya are separate entities. During creation, 
due to the mutual superimposition of Brahman 
and maya, the world that we know through 
cognition consists of the qualities of bothi.e., not 
only of existence, consciousness, and bliss but 
also of name and form.” 


Seventh illustration 


‘Just as, dear boy, (some robber) having 
brought a man from the Gandhara region with his 
eyes bound up, might leave him in a very 
desolate place, and just as that man would shout 
towards the east, or towards the north, or 
towards the south, or towards the west, (saying) “ 
| have been brought here with my eyes bound up, 
| have been left here with my eyes bound up.” 
‘And as some one might remove his bandage 
and tell him, “The Gandhara region is in this 
direction, proceed in this direction” and as he, 
enquiring his way from village to village, and 
being instructed and capable of judging by 
himself, would reach the Gandhara region itself, 
even so, in this world, that person knows who 
has a preceptor. And for him, only so long is the 
delay as he is not liberated (from the body) and 
then immediately he is merged in Being.” 


Dvaita interpretation 
Instruction by a guru is indispensable for 





38 niravayavasyatisiksmasya ca kathamupadanatvamiti SankaviSesah | (ATS, 13). See also yadi niravayavam 
brahmasyanneiva parinameta, (Brahmasitram with Sankara's commentary (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1985), 213. 


39 Svetasvataropanisad 4/10. 


40 tacca sata atmasvaripatvat cidatmana anandatmana'jnaneneiva vivartopadanatvameveti tadaiksata bahu syam 


prajayeya iti vakyantatatparyam vivaksyate | (ATS, 13) 
See also upadanatvam ca ... jagadakarena 


parinamamana mayadhistanatvam.etadrsamevopadanatvamabhipretyedamsarvam yadayamatma sacca tyaccabhavat 
bahu syam prajayeyetyadi Srutisu brahmaprapanhcayostadatmyavyapadesah | (VP, 235). 

41 ayam hi drstantah sa eso'nimeti sarvaprapafcakaranasya satonutvam nanuparimanatvena kintu durvijneyatvena ... 
tatha cavyaktasya paramatmano'pi vyaktaprapafcopadanatvamajhanopadhanena_tadasritajhanaparinamavidhaya 
namarupatmana vyaktena rupena bhanam sadatmana tvavyaktena rupena brahmano bhanamiti na virudhyate. tatha ca 
gita- 

maya tatamidam sarvam jagadavyaktamirtina | (ATS, 13).. 

42 Chand. Up., 6.13.1-2. 
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acquiring the knowledge of God. And there is a 
delay in attaining liberation till the 
prarabdhakarma is experienced.” 


Advaita interpretation 


Liberation is possible for a qualified aspirant 
only with the aid of a guru. A competent aspirant 
who cultivates qualities such as detachment, 
control of sense organs, and so on, approaches 
a guru. The latter teaches him that he is not 
different from Brahman.” 


Although the Gandhara region is nota person, 
this metaphor supports the teaching of Advaita. 
In the preliminary stages of self-realization, 
when the influence of avidya exists, the soul is 
admitted to be different from God. Only at the 
final stage, after self-realization does an aspirant 
realizes that his soul is God. The illustration tells 
therefore, that aspirants need gurus in order to 
realize.” 


Eighth illustration 


‘Dear boy, the relatives of a man who is ill 
assemble round him and ask,” Do you know me? 
Do you know me?” As long as his speech is not 
merged in the mind, the mind in Prana, Prana in 
fire, and fire in the supreme deity, so long does 
he know them. 'Then when his speech is merged 
in the mind, the mind in Prana, Prana in fire, and 
fire in the supreme deity, then he does not know 
them.” 


Dvaita interpretation 


The fourth and fifth illustrations were used an 
analogy to show that the soul of a tree depends 
on God, and this illustration shows that the soul 


of a person depends on God.” Thus when God 
takes away the prana the jiva will not be able to 
know anything and function through them and 
the jiva will be able to do so only when God 
allows them to function. In other words, only 
when the God endows the jiva with prana etc., he 
is able to function and when God takes away the 
prana he is not able to function. Thus this 
illustration shows the dependence of jiva on God 
and his difference from him.” 


Advaita Interpretation 


In this illustration although there is difference 
between the individual soul (jiva) and his vital 
breath (prana) that distinction exists only as long 
as the body exists. Once that falls away, there is 
no distinction as the knower and the known and 
what remains is nothing but the self-illuminating 
pure consciousness.” 


Ninth Illustration 


‘Dear boy, (the officers of the king) bring a 
man, holding him by the hand (while saying), “He 
has taken something, he has committed a theft, 
heat the axe for him.” If he is the doer of that, then 
he makes himself false. And being addicted to 
falsehood, he covers himself with falsehood and 
grasps the heated axe; he is burnt, and then he is 
punished. 'If, however, he is not the doer of that, 
then he makes himself true. And being attached 
to truth, he covers himself with truth and grasps 
the heated axe; he is not burnt and then he is 
released.” 


Dvaita interpretation 


This final illustration is about the 
consequence of truth and ignorance. The 





43 lavanagune rase drsyamanepi lavanam na drsyate tatha hareh samarthye drsyamanepi bhagavan na drsyate|l 
(VTN,101). 

44 “In the previous illustration it was pointed that God's presence can be observed from the effects of his presence. This is 
one more illustration to show his presence though he is not observed.” Ibid. 

45 tena ca srsteh pUrvam sadatmano'pi cetanacetanatmakasya sarvasya prapafcasya srstyanantaram na sadatmanaiva 
pratitin kintu namarGpatmana vyaktenayatha'lavanavasthayamudakatmateiva salavana(v)astha tu ripantarena iti 
sastenodaharanena viSadikriyate|| ATS., 14. 

46 tatha ca yatha lavanodakayoh parasparavyatikaravasthayam tattadrupamatrena bhanam, parasparavyatikare tu 
lavanodakatvena evameva parasparatadatmyadhyasad mayikanamaripatmakaprapancatmana vyaktam bhanam 
sadatmana tvavyaktamiti... (ATS, 14). 

47 Chand. Up., 6.14.1-2. 

48 guripadeSah taddarsanapraptyoh heturiti drstantamaha pital yavat na vimoksye -prarabdhakarmanah na vimoksyate 


tavadeva ciram vilambah brahmapraptou atha bhogena prarabdhaksayanantaram sampatsyate brahma prapnotil (VTN, 
103). 
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difference between God and the soul is truth; 
those who know that are not affected by 
bondage. The unity of God and the soul is 
illusory, however; those who think that there is 
unity between God and soul are affected by 
bondage and experience misery.” 


Advaita interpretation 


The notion of being a doer is superimposed on 
the self. In the case of a liberated soul, it does not 
exist. An aspirant contemplates the fact that he is 
not the agent of what he does. Slowly, due to his 
spiritual practises, he becomes free from the 
bondage that arises from the notion of being a 
doer and he enters the state of pure 
consciousness.” This is liberation. In short, 
seekers can become free from bondage by 
understanding that they are not agents. Thus, 
the difference between the robber and the stolen 
article is not important here. What is emphasized 
here is that between the notions of being an 
agent and anon-agent, the notion of being anon- 
agent is real and one can become free from 
bondage only by contemplating on the fact that 
one is not an agent.” 


Conclusion 


According to the Dvaita point of view, all nine 
illustrations convey the soul's dependence on 
and distinction from God. All the nine illustrations 
have as their import the difference between jiva 
and Igvara. Madhva summarizes the Dvaita view 
as follows: just as the bird and string are different 
jiva and ISvara are different. Just as the juices of 
different trees are different and just as the rivers 
and oceans are different, jiva and Isvara are 
always different. Although God pervades the 
seeds and is different from the seeds, still he is 


not perceived as he is subtle. Although salt and 
water are different still the salt dissolved in water 
is not perceived; in the same way God the inner 
controller is not perceived. Just as the blind 
folded person and the Gandhara region are 
different, in the same way jiva and Isvara are 
different.” 


Anantakrsnasastri summarizes the Advaita 
point of view as follows: the first illustration 
states that the concept of difference leads to 
bondage and liberation is nothing but realisation 
of one's own bliss, the second illustration 
justifies that the identity between jiva and 
brahman is realised by the jivanmukta, the third 
illustration supports the view of identity between 
jiva and Brahman taking the above experience 
of the non-dual Brahman into consideration, and 
the fourth illustration mentions that the pure 
consciousness devoid of all upadhis, such as 
ajnana together with its latent impressions, is 
the true principle.” In other words, the first 
illustration says that liberation is nothing but the 
realization of one's own bliss, which is 
experienced by prajna while deep sleeping; The 
second, third and fourth illustrations say that 
pure consciousness is the true nature of the 
soul. Therefore, the latter appears to be different 
from Brahman only as long as the limiting 
adjuncts—such as body and mind—exist. Once 
the latter vanish, the soul experiences its 
oneness with Brahman; The fifth illustration 
discusses the subtle nature of Brahman; The 
sixth justifies the role of Brahman and maya in 
creation; The seventh stresses the importance 
of a guru for liberation; The eighth argues that 
the two distinct notions of body and self exist 
only as long as the vital breath exists and the 
ninth says that the self is free from the notions of 
both agency and the results of agency. 





49 A competent aspirant is one who has learned the four methods: discriminating between eternal and 
non-eternal things (nityanityavastuviveka); withdrawing from objects of enjoyment in both this world and 
the world hereafter (ihamutrarthaphalabhogaviraga); having the six qualities such as control of mind, control 
of sense organs, renunciation, withstanding opposites such as heat and cold; concentrating the mind; 
havingfaith in the instruction of guru and scripture (Samadisadhanasampat); and feeling intense desire 
for liberation (mumuksutva). Having learned those things, an aspirant begins to read the scriptures (Sravana), 
contemplate their meaning (manana), and meditate on his self (nididhyasana). His mind pure, he attains self- 
realization after hearing his guru say the following words: “You are that.” See VP 311-313. 

50 atrapi yadyapi gandharapurusayorbhedo vartate pratiyate ca tathapi 
sadhanavasthayamadvaitasyadvaitavade'nabhyupagamat, upayamatrapradarsanatatparyakatvaccoktadrstantasya 
natra virodhah ... (ATS, 15). 

51 Chand. Up., 6.15.1-2. 

52 jivasya asvatantryam vrksadehe avagatam manusadehe eva bodhaya ityarthitah Aha purusam somya upatapinam 


jhatayah paryupasate| (VTN, 103). 
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Liberation is not for the hereafter, because the 
body's breath does not depart once the body 
dies; the seeker becomes one with the 
ubiquitous consciousness. 


This entire section of the Chandogya 
Upanisad, the sadvidyaprakarana, relies on one 
important question. Noticing that Svetaketu is 
somewhat arrogant, Uddalaka asks whether he 
knows a teaching that encompasses everything. 
In my opinion, the remaining portion of the 
Upanisad and the supporting illustrations are 
meant to explain over and over again the key 
concept discussed in this passage. The correct 
interpretation of the illustrations, therefore, is one 
that makes sense of it. 


For Dvaitins, when the Upanisad says that 
knowledge of one thing leads to the knowledge of 
everything, they cite three reasons: knowing that 
God is important; Knowing the similarity between 
God and everything; and knowing that God is the 
cause of everything. For Dvaitins this Upanisadic 
passage does not convey the illusoriness of the 
world.” When the Upanisad maintains that the 
word “clay” is real, they mention that only the 
Sanskrit sounds in the word mrttika are eternal; 
non- Sanskrit sounds are not.” To explain, when 
itis said that the Sanskrit word mrttika is eternal 
whereas other words are not, it means that words 
other than Sanskrit words are produced by the 
sense of speech and hence are not eternal. 
Sanskrit words on the other hand are manifested 
and hence are eternal. Thus, this Sruti passage 
does not convey the illusoriness of the world. 


For Advaitins, however, both passages 
convey one thing; the eternal Brahman is the 


cause of the world. This is the same Brahman 
that enters various beings. And just as the 
knowledge of cause (clay) will give rise to the 
knowledge of effects (pots and cups made out of 
clay), the knowledge of Brahman (cause of the 
world) will give rise to the knowledge of 
everything in it--including that of the self. In other 
words, Brahman alone is eternal; the objects of 
the world are not. Advaitins interpret this entire 
section of the Chandogya Upanisad in this light. 
When the Upanisad describes prajna after 
describing the creation of various beings, it does 
so to emphasise that it is the same Brahman that 
appears as jiva when subjected to the limiting 
adjunct of mind. While deep sleeping, everyone 
experiences this innate bliss, but, due to 
ignorance (ajhana), they do not realize it. 
Consider the memory of someone who has just 
woken up: “I slept happily, | did not know 
anything.” This, Advaitins say, proves the 
experience of the innate self and also the 
presence of ajnana while deep sleeping.63 In the 
waking state the soul cannot experience this 
innate bliss due to the superimposition of body- 
mind complex on it. Liberation means 
experiencing one's innate self as different from 
the body-mind complex at all times and such an 
experience is possible here and now. 


The first four illustrations focus on this very 
topic. The fifth and sixth justify the assistance of 
maya or ajnhana in creation, because objects of 
the world have the qualities of name and form in 
addition to existence, consciousness, and bliss. 
Having dealt with the process of creation, 
because knowledge of Brahman will lead to 
knowledge of everything else including the self, 





53 tejah parasyam devatayam tavanna janati ityatra ca yada asya pranadin parah grasati tada na janati yadadadati tada 


janatiti tadvaSatvamevoktam| 
yada pranan dadatisah tada cetanako'khilam | 


janati grastakaranah tena veti na kifcana || itical (VTN, 117). 

54 atrapi yadyapi jivapranadinam bhedah pratiyate tathapi sa yavatpranadilayam, sarvavilaye tu na jhatr- 
jheyadibhedasattvam, kintu svaprakasasamvitmatravasthanamityeva vivaksyate | (ATS, 15). 

55 Chand. Up., 6.16. 1-2. 

56 evam sarvaprerakam bhagavantamatmanah bhedena yah janati yaSca so'hamityabhedena janati tayoh kidrsam 
phalamiti bhavenaha-purusam somya hastagrhitam | (VTN, 104). 

57 Someone becomes bound to his acts when he performs them with the notion that he is the actor. Therefore, he will 
experience the results. Consider someone who acts with the notion that he is not an actor, but his body with sense organs. 
He is not bound by those acts andis free from both agency and the results of agency. See BG 2/51, 4/20, 21. 

58 navamo drstantastvatmano'kartrtvameva svabhavah kartrtvam tvaropitam ityahamatmana jivasya muktou nanuvrttiriti 
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the seventh illustration stresses the importance 
of a guru in knowing the self. Due to a guru's 
instruction, seekers understand that the self is 
different from the body, mind, and breath—a 
difference that exists until the body continues to 
function due to the prarabdhakarma. Once the 
body falls away, the seeker remains as pure 
consciousness.” The ninth illustration deals with 
the final stages leading to liberation, when an 
aspirant fully realizes that he is not an agent and 
he is pure consciousness —thatis, liberated. The 
final illustration is very important, because it 
takes us back to the beginning of the Upanisad, 
which sets the stage for Uddalaka to instruct 
Svetaketu. The latter is conceited due to the fact 
that he is “well read,” so Uddalaka asks him 
whether he knows something that encompasses 
everything else. Just as the notion of being an 
agent (kartrtva) is superimposed on the self, the 
notion of scholarliness (vidvatva) is 
superimposed on the self. For Advaitins, 
Uddalaka is by now indeed asking Svetaketu 
why he feels conceited about something that 
does not belong to him. His true nature is 
Brahman. And Brahman is of the nature of 
existence, consciousness, and bliss. It is the 
cause of the universe. But it appears as the 
beings of the world and indeed as Svetaketu 
himself. “Know Brahman and you will know 
everything, including you, as you are no different 
from Brahman. Only then are you a true knower 
of everything.” 


For Advaitins, therefore, this entire section of 
the Upanisad conveys only one idea. And it does 
so consistently and cogently. The Dvaitins too 
offer a consistent dualistic interpretation of the 
nine passages. They interpret this section of the 
Upanisad to mean that every illustration teaches 
difference between God and the soul. However, 
in many places they offer a literal translation 
whereas the Advaitins go a step ahead and 
exhibit their hermeneutical skills. Above all the 
Advaitins focus on the practical Advaitic 
experience of the jivanmukta, which is 
experienced in this world itself. By doing so they 
are able to connect the text with the experience 
and it is this point that offers strength to their 
argument. Moreover, the claim of the Upanisads 
that the knowledge of one thing leads to 
knowledge of everything will be applicable only if 
both the things mentioned are similar. The same 
thing should be applied to TAT TVAM ASI as 
well. The Dvaitic interpretation that the Sanskrit 
words alone are eternal in this context makes 
their ground shaky. It also makes them move 
away from the discussion. When two things are 
different how can knowledge of one thing lead to 
the knowledge of the other? It is interesting to 
note however, that the Dvaitins themselves 
mention that similarity (sadrsya) is the intention 
of this passage.” 


Therefore, | argue that we need to interpret 
the textas sa atma TAT TVAM ASI rather than sa 
atma ATAT TVAMASI. a 





59 (ii) yatha paksI ca sitram tatha jiveSvarau bhinnaul yatha nanavrksarasah yatha ca nadyah samudrasca tatha 
sarvadeivavilaksanaul (iii)yatha dhanagatah tatha suksmarUpatvat bhinno'pi bhedena na drsyate. yatha Suddhodalavane 
bhinne tathapyudakantargatam lavanam drstasamarthyamapi svayam na drsyate tatha prerako'pi san drstasamarthyo'pi 
na drsyate| (iv)yatha pumvisayau badhaksagandharadeSau bhinnau tatha jlvesvaravapi bhinnau| (J.T.) VTN., 122. 

60 prathamena drstantena...bhedasya bandhahetuta, svasvabhavavasthanasyeiva muktitvam ca jhapyate, iti dvitiyo 
drstanto jivabrahmaikyam jivanmuktaéavanubhavagamyamupapadayatil trtlyo drstanto'khandakaravasthamadaya 
jivabrahmaikyam samarthayatil turlyo drstantastvakhandakaravrttya jnanatatsamskaradisarvopadhivirahitam 
svayamjyotinsvabhavamakhanda caitanyamatram tattvamavagamayatil| ATS., 12-13. 

61 ekavijhanena sarvavijnanam ca pradhanyat kifcit sadrsyat karanatvacca | natu tadanyasya mithyatvat | (VTN, 124). 
62 vacarambhanam vikarah namadheyam mrttiketyeva satymityatra ca vaca namnarambhanam vikarah avikrtam nityam 
namadheyam mrttiketyeva ityetadvacanam satyamiti Srutyarthah | (VTN,132). See also VTN, 133. In this context, eternal 
and real are synonyms. 


63 Madhusidana Sarasvati 144-147. 
64 VP 204. 


65 tadeva sadrsyamatrapi vivaksitam yatha somyaikena mrtpindena sarvam mrnmayam vijhatam syadityadina | VTN., 
127. 
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